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ABSTRACT \ 

A study was 4 conducted to examine ^whether "Segment 
Three" (a minidocumentary series airfed weekdays from 1977 to 1979 on 
the "NBC Nightly News") consisted of highly dramatic, * 
conflict-oriented messages that emphasized and exaggerated the 
inability of individuals to predict and control their own lives . 
(learned helplessness). The "central" figures of 137 segments were 
identified, including well-known individuals or groups, as well as 
"unknowns" symbolizing more abstract concepts auch as status ,• social 
class, or national peoples.^ Researchers then rated each figure on* a 
five-point ^helplessness" scale, based on the figure's comparative 
inability to affect the outcome of events or behaviors described/ 
Results showed that more than 25% of tlie figures were rated as not 
helplesfe. while approximately 40% were* rated as strongly or | 
completely helpless. The remaining*f igures were rated mildly or 
ntoderate-ly' helpless. Five types of figures accounted for almost €2% 
of all central figures: Ameridan public , ^foreign nations, United 
States politicians and public officials, business persons or 
organizations, and persons with diseases or illnesses. In those 
segments where thVcentrjal figure "was tjie v American public, the mean 
helplessness score was markedly higher than the average for the 
entire Sample. I-t is clear that the in-depth reports of "Segment 
Three" mirtor a* reality of perceived helplessness. (HTH) - • 
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Critics of television often deer/ its approach to news as superficial, 
. overly dramatic, and un I normative (see, for example, 2). In partial re- 
. sponse to such criticisms, broadcast journalists, particularly at The net- 
-'. w,rks, have attempted - S0< far unsuccessfully - to expand the time al- 
lotted for their principal evening newscasts (61. However, while the news- 
man's dream of an hour-long network news program remains yfuj'f f n'ed,- 0 „e 
devipe' for dealing with limitations of time and the unavoidable "headl ines- 
.only" content which results has been developed and routinely used for a 
number of years.- . That format. e 1 ement *rs the so-cal led ."Special Report- 
er "Special Assignment," a three to five minute mini^documentary aired oc- 
, casionally within- the twenty-two minutes or so .of the regular evening news- 



ca's t , 



One of the fPrst and most highly praised of these mini -documentary series 
was NBC's "Segment Three." uVlike current programming practic, in which 
' such mfr^doc^ntaries appeal- only episodical ly, "Segment Three" was-atred 
• every weekday night from' September, ,977 to June, ,979. As a regular part 
of the NBC Nightly News with John Chancellor, "Segment Three" stories were ' 
ballyhooed by NBC, as news "done with insight, style and gracJ that captivate • 
viewers' 1 (3). * ' ' ^ 

. As part of ^a larger study of "Segment Three".and its significance for 
-broadcast journal ism, s we examined -the content of those reports from a. theo- 
retical perspective Known as "learned .helplessness" ' (k) .' FoMowing Levine 
(5), we wanted to find out If "Segment Three" stories, like- regular news 
items, a'l so consisted of highly dramatic, conflict-oriented messages which- ' 
emphasized and exaggerated the .inability of the. Individual to'predlct and 
control his or her own life. Such messages, according to L-evine, might . ^ 
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provide the stimulus for a kind of vicarious learning in which exposure . 
leads to invalid and perhaps personally harmful notions of ''reality." If 
the i^-depth news stories of "Segment Three"' shared this latent message with 
regular news i terns ^then we believed an even stronger case could be made ' 
for the assertion that .all television news .models a "world" whose hal lmark ' 



i*s individual helplessness. 



/ 
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■ METHOD ^ ' 

' A Sa " P,e ° f 137 "Segment Threes" was drawn from the population of all' 
"Segment Three" episodes. One-third of all segments afred were selected by 
simple random sampling within months. The authors- .viewed video tapes of 
each segment chosen and, as a starting point, -identified as the '"central 
figure" of the. story that .Jerson or . so* 1*1 I actor, who was the principal sub- 
stantive focus ofthe reportN^he coding scheme allowed for the possibility 
that central figures might be not "only well-known individuals oV groups^ut 
also "unknowns" who 'symbolized larger, m * abstract entities such/as status 
♦ ty^. soUa, classes,' or even entire national, societies (e.g. "trench") 
FoUowingaevine ( 5 ) ..portrayal of the" central. fV gure „ as rated 0n .L 
Vpoint "helplines" scale: 5-completely he, Pl ess; Strongly he,p,/ s . 3- 
-derately helpless*; 2-mUdly helpless; , -virtually not helpless, that is - 
in relatively complete control. Heiples^ss'was operational ly defined as 
the separative inability, of ^central figure, to affect the' outcome, ^od 
or bid, of events, processes, or behav^r^ described. ,(,„ segments . 
examined, the helplessness ^scale was foOnd non-app, i ca b,e.tO 'story content.)' 
/ In addition to the overall Hefplessnjss 4cor%, three orthogonal di- ■ 
f nslons o-f helplessness were also coded:* IpcWof helplessness, chronic! ty 
of helplessness, and specificity of helplessness '(see 1 for / thedreVica,' 
discussion of these /Bitoens ions). : * '\ - „ * - 



Locus of helplessness was coded either "internal" or "external," with 
"interna}" defined as outcomes contingent on the behavior of the central 
figure and "external" as outcomes contingent on factors and forces outside 
the behavioral response capabi 1 i ty of the central figure. Chronicity of 
helplessness was coded either "stable," by which was meant relatively long- 
lived 9r recurrent he.lple_ssness; or '-'unstable," i.e. short-lived or inter- 

' '' s 

mittant helplessness. Specificity of helplessness was judged either to ' 

be "global," that is affecting a wide variety of situations for the central 
figure; or "specific," by which we meant a type of helplessn^s with com- > 
parat i vely V l imjted situational impact for the central figure. Based on 

Scott's coefficient (8), inte/codfeh reliability was O.97 for identifica- \ 

* * 

tion of^central figures, 0.92 for the overall helplessness score, a'nd 
0.96 for' the three dimensions of helplessness. 

FINDINGS 

^Across the entire sample, the mean helplessness score was 2.78 (s=1.36)l 
In one-quarter (25.8 percent) of all segments,* the central- figure Vvas ' 
scored "1," that is not helpless. A somewhat* smaller proportion (18.9 ^ 
percent) of all central figures were portrayed as mildly helpless f and 15.9 
percent as rr^derately helpless. Almost two-fifths s of all central figures 
examined were rated as either strongly helpless (30.3 percent) or completely 
helpless (9. 1 percent). These findings are generally cons istent witfi those 
reported (5) for a sample of network news stories from a two-week- per iod 
prior to 1977,' and simi larfly ,our resul ts suggest a modeling of reafity in 
which social actors are portrayed as mildly to, moderately' helpless. * 

i 

.Sixteen different catagories of central figures wei*e Identified. - Five 
types accounted for almost s^ixty- twp percent of al'l central figures: the 



. • fc, -r , «' t *»^.^. r -..-,^ I . (II ., plrew , > 

U.S. politicians and public officials „i. « , „ 

ness organizations (10. k oerreni-) , -i 

, fl , "Percent), and^people with diseases or .,lnesses 

C8.J Percent). With one exception, there were no • ... ■ 

] \ . were »»o sigmiffcant differences 

•n helplessness scores^between these five specific , " c 

. • * Ve s P ec,f 'c types of centrai^figures 

«- - ovaral, sam ple The ^ y> ^ • 

-r. , h , w „ 5 «-*. rt ««..^; le> . r , tta>M> , 

helplessness score of 3.40 r«i ' 

3,M U-1.35) was markedly higher than the sample 

average (t=2. 5 5, d.f.-JS, one-'tai led p< .p 5 ) . ' ' ' ' ' 

7 • -99e»ts that Jhe aggregate of . >verage torW • . 

• -P-ed as hein 9 . b et.en«era,e, y and strong,, un , ble t0 

T ^Percent of these segments, the U S 

-r. rated strong,, heipiess , p , — . ^ . ^ 

T^ntent of stories i„ „hlch the .ericen pob ,, c „ as ^ ' 
^across a „,de verie,, of topics, h ut «* w percent ^ . 
• » activities, energ y a „ d the _ ^ ^ ^ 

telev,s,6n programs, motion pic tur . s , ar<(the like _ , • 

W„,„ 9 to t he overa, i sample and the^mensldns of heipiessness. ' 
neipl.ssness ^general,, mod.ied as resting.™ factors and . 
grating ontside the hehavio., .W, ^ ^ „ 

* ending, but „, th „ 0 clear ^ ^ ^ 

»m. X a m ,„e e ^dim, n s,o„, ntur „. f, rst, lo cos of heipiessness'. ! ,„ 
Percent of .„ cases ; ^ ...^ ^ ^ 

. - Of ,.p,.ssn. S s sIgnIfIcant|y associate4i<(t ; 

he,P,e " ne " — *» — Percent of ceM., V 
3Ur "- Wh °: e fat6S <°" t, "-< - -V - —or, were ported- . 



as only mildly or moderately helpless,, only 33,3 percent -of "externals^ 

. . . f < . 

received similar, scores on the -helplessness scale and '66.7 percent of 

central figures who were subject to external forces were rated either'' 
strongly or completely helpless (X 2 =27.99, d.f.=3, p<.00l). Compared to 
the entire sample, no significant variations were observed in location of 
helplessness by type of central figure.. 

On chroni ; city of helplessness, 80.0 percent of all cases were coded 
"•stabL" with 20.0 percent "unstable," Increased chronicity of helpless- 
ness too was associated with higher scores on the Helplessness scale. For 
example, 75-0 percent of all central figures with unstable helplessness 
.scores were also rated as. mildly or moderately helpless. • By contrast 
60^2 percent of thdse central figures whose helplessness wa ? "stable" 
were also portrayed, as strongly or completely helpl.ess (X 2 =12.80, d.f.=3, 
P<.01). 

(Table i About Here) 
With the exception of U.S.. pol i ticians-off icials, results on the'.' 
chronicity dimension did not vary significantly from the general, sajpple- 
wfde pattern faking type of central figure ln\o account. , However, con- 
trary to the overall pattern, the duration of helplessness modeled for 
American politicians and officials was significantly -less stable. In 6j,6 
percent of those segments in which pol It ?clans-of flclals'were the central 
fi-gure, helplessness was.rate.d "unstable" (Corrected' X 2 «l 1 . 80, d. f. = l , 
P<\001). This result may indicate that political figures were pictured as 
living fn a changeable* envj ronment whose outcomes vary with the next public 
oprnfon poll or'election. 



7. 



Results on»the generality of % helplessness measu\ we're approximately ' 
evenly split, with 47.0 percent of cases coded "specif iV',ancf 53.0 percent 
coded "global." There was no significant association between the measure 
. of generality and scores on the helplessness, scale. "However, there were - 
two striking deviations from the overall pattern by type of centraKf Iggre. ' 
The first centered on differences between the portrayal of the U.S. pubjic 
compared to foreign societies. While in 86.4 perpent of those segments' \ 
. featuring the American public as cenfral figure helplessness was modeled 
as being "specific," in 100 percent of those segments involving entire*" 
foreign nations helplessness was presented as globablly extending across 
many aspects of social life (Corrected X 2 =19.Q0, d'f.-l, p<.00.1). Thus 
"Segment Three" was saying in effect Americans a nation with many prob- ' 
lems-, but few of these difficulties affect all Americans in all their 
social roles. On the other hand, foreign societies, both in the industria-l 
and developing world, are shown to be far less'to\Ul ly segmented, far less 
pluralistic, an.d-far more universally "troubled." l - 

The second important deviation from the overall pattern centers. on a 
comparison between the U.S. public at large and two other central figure 
types,. American politicians-officials and persons with illnesses. Compared 
to the-U.S. public, both of {these types of central ■ figures had* sign rf leant ly 
larger proportions of global helplessness, scores / Among poHtl.cal types^ 
helplessness inducing fa\;tbrs were portrayed as having far-reach i\g conse- 
quences in 63.6 percent, of, cases, compared to global scores for 13\6 
.percent of those segments involving the American public (Corrected X^6.47, 
d.f.-f, p<.05); while among sick persons helplessness was rated 'as global 
i/i an even larger ^85. 7 percent of cases (Corrected X 2 -9.74, d.f.-l, p < ;oi). 
Thai the helplessness of politicians and sick persons' was portrayed as 



comparatively global may reflect a social definition of politician or 
sick person as a .-master- status whose • consequences ' both in terms of help- 
lessness S ,d other social behaviors is broadly Encompassing. 

, t 
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DISCUSSION „ 

. * Overall, it is clear that "Segment Three's" in-depth reports 
>)rror- a reality of helplessness. Socially significant actors su-h 
as political leaders and businessmen as' well as the largely invisible 
"Public" or persons who unforfnately are ill were all modeled as help- 
less\ sometimes severely and chronically so. That -t he American public ^ 
was rated even more helpless than average raise! the, possibility that. ' 
many viewers, particularly those of the middle be especially 

susceptible to learning a world : view of hel plessnes^ WW le political, 
figures too were presented as generally helpless, our findings also ' \ ' 
suggest that politicians and official are expected 'to act as "leaders;" 
that they a r\ expected to "do something;" and that more than most others, 
their initiatiye^and behaviors may make a difference 

•While there is little doujit. that broadcast journalists, like all 
other newsworkers, seek to make their reports dramat.ic and conflict-filled 
in order/to capture audie^ attention, there is no . inherent reason why ' 
that drama or confl-ict need be presentedio frequently in the helpless 
terms we found.' Afterall, in the Individual's life-struggle with him- 
or^ herself, with-society, and with nature', there are those ; who triumph. • 
k is also true that those "winners" don't often get on television news. 

This study has not, of course^ demonstrated that mas*s media 
messages high In helplessness necessarily teach audlenfcs to feel help-, 

1ess\ "But this study has found ^one type qf'message which meets at least. 

1 * - •. 



•the pessary condition for such an effect. Leover, th'ere Js s a growing 
body of evidence .(see 7, for example) which linl^high levels J.f'televKsi 
news exposure to accute feelings of political inefWacy.. Thus,' as the 
television, networks cfninue to present their in-dep\h reports and with 
the possibility' remaining that more in-depth reports mav be programmed- 
it .becomes evermore important for researchers to investigate whether 
and how teVevision .news teaches helplessnese.- 
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• v. ^ FOOTNOTES 



J. Since all "Segment Three's' 'were approximately the' same length 

*(x= 292 seconds/' s= 37 seconds),' it was unnecessary to weight 'individual 

segments in order to determine' He frequencies reported here and below. ' 

Indeed, when as, a. test of thi s -assumpt ion, , scores were weighted by seg- ' 
ment deration, the resulting, frequency distribution for scores on the 
helplessness sea le, did' not differs! g„| f<cent1y from the unweighted r* ' 
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. l: The modal combination of the three .helplessness dimensions was'externa, 
stable-global (32.0 percent), followed by externa 1-stable-specif ic fesJo 
Pefceni), and. ^ternaJ-stable-globa^U.o percent). No oth.r .combination. 

- of .dimensions accounted Jfor more £ han(9.b percent! Patterns of combined 
dimensions for central -figure -types g^erally followed the findings pre- 
sented-here with helplessness dimensions taken one a* a time. . ' 
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TabJe 1: Dimensions of "Learned Helplessness"^ 
by Central Figure Types On Percent) , 
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CENTRAL FIGURE 

"U.S. Public . . * 
. (N-22) 

Polltlclans- 
" Officials (N-ll) 



HELPLESSNESS DIMENSIONS 

' Luxation, - N • cHRo^iciTf 

INTERNAL -EXTERNAL 
13.6 ' 86. 4 




45. Jf. 

33,3 
14..3 

2S.0 



54.5 
81.8 

t * 

66.7 
85.7 

•72.0 



' .36.4 

• 100.0 

75:0 
100.0* 
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Foreign PubJlc 

(N^Tl) , * 

Businessmen- ? 
Businesses (N»12)' 

Sick Persons 

(N-7) | 

Total Sample 
(N=98) 

■I ' * *' i 

jVolltlclaq-Rest of Sample Comparison: Corrected X 2 H1.80, d.f, = l, p^.ooi 
^U.S. Public-Foreign Publ lc Comparison: . Corrected X 2 ^| 9 .00, d.f.-i, p< 00i 
^Polltlclans-U.S. Public Comparison: Corrected X 2 =6.^ 7 ,. d. f . = 1 ,' p < .05* •* 
Sick Persons-U.S. Public Comparison: .Corrected X 2 = 9 .74, d.f.-l. P < 01 



80.0 



63. 6 9- 
. 0.0 

25.0 r 

0.Q 
20.0 



SPECIFICITY 
GLOBAL SPECIFIC 
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